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Abstract: This study is concerned with the use of pedagogical humor to motivate the students in an institute of 
technology in North Sumatera, who study English for IT. As the students spending on average six hours a day 
studying the subjects related to information and technology engineering, they have less time to listen to the 
lecture that contains humor. This research is supported by Garner’s (2006) work on the use of humor in 
pedagogy stated that humor might enhance learning. The participants of this study are 114 sophomores and the
instrument used to obtain the data is a Likert-scaled pedagogical humor questionnaire created by Askildson 
(2005). The findings indicate that the use of humor in teaching and learning process is important and it supports 
many beneficial effects. The first is the students feel more relaxed after learning several IT subjects. The second 
is a more positive learning environment is created by breaking down the communication barrier between the 
students and the lecturer. The third is the students’ motivation and interests in learning English are increased. To 
sum up, humor is perceived as the essential component in teaching learning process not only in English subject 
but also in other subjects. 
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Introduction
The task of a teacher/lecturer is not only teaching but also educating and inspiring their students. 
Educating and inspiring the students are not easy tasks since teachers/lecturers have to be able to place 
themselves among their students in order not to derail from the objectives of the teaching-learning process.
Effective learning in the classroom depends on the teacher's ability to maintain the interest that brought students 
to the course in the first place (Ericksen, 1978). Motivating students or people is not as easy as eating a piece of 
cake. There are many challenges in the classroom which the teachers must be wise enough to conquer. Boredom, 
stress, anxiety, motivation and many other factors are those influencing the success of teaching-learning process 
in the classroom. To exemplify, we can see in local school, international school, local university, even 
international university, not all students pay attention to their teachers or lecturers. Sometimes, we see one or 
more students are drowsy and even sleeping in the classroom while the teacher or the lecturer is delivering his or 
her topic or lesson. We can also see how the class is silent and there is not any engagement or participation of the 
students when the teachers or lecturers are soliciting them. Of course, this problem cannot be only seen from one 
point of view. It is not only the matter of the teachers/lecturers capabilities in managing classroom but it is also 
the matter of the students’ readiness, willingness, and motivation. 
According to Blumenfeld et al. (2006), engagement is associated with positive academic outcomes, 
including achievement and persistence in school; and it is higher in classrooms with supportive teachers and 
peers, challenging and authentic tasks, opportunities for choice, and sufficient structure. However, the examples 
mentioned in the first paragraph indicate disengagement. From a psychological perspective, student 
disengagement is associated with situational threats to feelings of competence, self-determination, and/or 
relatedness to value others (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The demands may be from school staff, peers, instructional 
content and processes. According to Center for Mental Health in Schools (2008), psychological disengagement 
may be internalized for instance boredom, emotional distress, and/or externalized such as misbehavior.
Disengagement among teachers and students do not only occur in schools but also in higher 
education. Higher education is on the frontier of change, both in mandate and practice (Lord, 2012) and it does 
not have to worry because its main trading good, that is knowledge, is still invaluable for the society. Due to its 
invaluableness for society, teaching-learning process in many higher education’s providers are not well 
performed and it is far much different from those in the primary or secondary school. The lecturers only deliver a 
topic in front of the students and that’s all. Once again, teaching is not a simple task and learning styles are 
different from students to students. 
As occurred in other higher educational institutions, stress and boredom matter in an institute of 
information and technology in North Sumatera. The students spend on average six hours a day studying the 
subjects related to information and technology engineering. Spending at least six hours a day attending such 
lectures can lead to boredom. Boredom - because that is largely how students perceive their education (Mann 
and Robinson, 2009). Thus, students will continue to fill the lecture hall, and lecturers will or will not capture 
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their attention. This is a challenge for the lecturers teaching English for Information and Technology (English for 
IT). Not only delivering and transferring the knowledge, the lecturers also cope with the problem of the students’ 
stress and boredom after learning several IT-related subjects. However, the English for IT lecturers expect better 
students’ achievement and outcome for this subject. The question now is how to deal with the boredom problem?  
A solution offered in this research is by using pedagogical humor as a strategy in motivating the 
students to study English for IT. According to Berk (2003) the pedagogical use of humor has been shown to have 
both psychological and physiological effects on learners. Psychologically, the effects of humor and laughter have 
been shown to reduce anxiety, decrease stress, enhance self-esteem, and increase self-motivation. Glenn (2002) 
suggests that humor can help an individual engage the learning process by creating a positive emotional and 
social environment in which defenses are lowered and students are better able to focus and attend to the 
information being presented. Additionally, humor can serve as a bridge between educators and students by 
demonstrating a shared understanding and a common psychological bond. However, a further investigation in 
Indonesian context is still needed to proof the effectiveness of pedagogical humor in motivating the students and 
reducing their boredom and therefore this research is carried out. 
Methods
In order to investigate the effect of the use of pedagogical humor in motivating the students in a 
language classroom (English for Specific Purpose), the researcher included 114 sophomores in 2013/2014 
academic year as the participants. 68 of them were females and the other 46 were males and they were all non-
native English speaking students.
The instrument used in this research was a Likert-scaled pedagogical humor questionnaire created by 
Askildson (2005). It was anonymous and it contained 10 items with five numbered and qualitatively valued 
responses for each. Each question required the participants to circle or cross a number 1 through 5 with its 
corresponding qualitative value on an inclining scale. For example, Question 10 asked the participants, “In your 
opinion, how important is humor to language learning in the classroom overall?” There are five responses below 
this questions as follows: 1 (not at all), 2 (minimally), 3 (slightly), 4 (important), 5 (considerably important). The 
items in the questionnaires were created to answer the following research questions: 1) Do students perceive 
humor to be beneficial in reducing affective barriers to learning in general? 2) Do students perceive targeted 
linguistic humor to be beneficial to language learning in particular? Research question number 1 would be
explained by some different items in the questionnaire which each was indicated to perception of one aspect of 
affective humor. Then, the collection of these related responses was used to evaluate the overall perceptions of 
affective benefits to humor. Research question number 2 would be answered by relating them to specific items 
about overall importance and effectiveness of humor in the language classroom. 
In data collection, the participants were asked to complete the questionnaire by choosing only one 
response for each item after a short oral description and explanation by the researcher. They were given one day 
period to complete the questionnaire and returned it to the researcher. The data then were analyzed according to 
the individual item response frequency. 
Findings and Discussion
The survey result is displayed on Table 1 and it presents the clear description of the students’ 
perception according to each question outlined above. In response to items related to research question number 
1, the majority of the respondents deemed that humor was a benefit to reducing affective barriers to learning in 
the classroom. In item no. 4, 69% (79) of the respondents indicated that they felt noticeably to considerably 
relaxed after learning IT subjects as the result of the use of humor by the lecturer in English classroom. In 
addition, 50% (58) respondents felt that the use of humor increased their interest in learning English from 
noticeable to considerable degree while 43% (49) of them felt a slight increase on their interest (item no. 5). 
Finally in item no. 6, significantly 75% (86) respondents thought that the lecturer’s use of humor made him/her 
more approachable to considerably more approachable in class while the remaining 25% (28) of the students 
thought the lecturer was slightly more approachable.
In response to research question number 2, the respondents considered that the targeted linguistic 
humor was beneficial to language learning. In item no 10, significantly 80% (91) students responded that humor 
was important in language learning with an addition of 19% (22) rated that it was slightly important. Moreover, 
56% (64) of the respondents reported that the use of illustrative humor in foreign language learning was slightly 
helpful and 35% (40) of the respondents rated that it was noticeably to considerably helpful.
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Table 1. Questionnaire Item Result According to Frequency for Each of five Likert Scaled Responses
Item 
Number
Response (in percentage)
1 2 3 4 5
Q1 0 17 50 22 11
Q2 0 1 13 76 10
Q3 1 25 51 21 2
Q4 2 1 28 37 32
Q5 3 4 43 32 18
Q6 0 0 25 63 12
Q7 1 22 49 21 7
Q8 1 8 56 31 4
Q9 0 18 45 31 6
Q10 0 1 19 53 27
The result of the study gave the description of the beneficial effects of using pedagogical humor as a 
motivational strategy in the classroom. In general, humor was beneficial in creating conducive learning 
environment since it could break the barriers of communication in the classroom. Specifically, the participants 
thought that humor made them relax and it could reduce tension and boredom in language classroom after 
learning some IT-related subjects. Moreover, the students in Indonesia perceived that English had been a subject 
taught since they were in primary school and secondary school but they would never be able to master it well.
This made them less motivated when studying English and this was the time the teacher/lecturer improved their 
teaching strategy to improve student learning. 
Apart from that, the use of humor made the lecturer more approachable by the students and 
consequently, the students showed more engagement in the learning process. They were no more passive 
because they were given more opportunities to participate in a relaxed way. Hence, there was an increase of 
interest in learning English since the disengagement between the students and the lecturer did not occur
anymore. This corresponds with the findings of the previous research stating that the use of humor may enhance 
learning (Garner, 2006; Civikly, 1986; Dodge and Rossett, 1982; Korobkin, 1989). 
Furthermore, the majority of the participants considered humor as an important part in language 
learning. This was then supported by their opinion stating that humor was helpful in foreign language learning. 
The use of targeted linguistic humor combined with the first language was useful in delivering cultural 
transmission of the target language. Since foreign language learning is intertwined with its culture, the effects for 
such a gain in linguistic and cultural acquisition through the use of humor are significant to the pedagogical 
participants. They offer a medium for transmission of target language and cultural patterns in a different and 
engaging format (Askildson, 2005). This is also in accordance with the work of Ziv (1988) finding that 
humorous atmosphere in the classroom positively impacted student scores on divergent thinking exercises and 
Hill (1988) who suggested that students would often have a better recall of a message if it was presented with 
humor. 
Conclusions and Suggestions
The use of pedagogical humor in language classroom can be one of the motivational teaching 
strategies and effective teaching tool but it requires more analysis and examination in a variety of points of view. 
A number of articles have been written and a great deal of research has been carried out to proof the benefits of 
humor in teaching. The immediate behavior change and patterns as discussed above has been binoculars through 
which the effect of pedagogical humor can be more easily viewed. In spite of the uncertainty concerning the 
degree to which humor benefits the classroom, a myriad literature and experimental researches in this topic have 
acknowledged the benefits to pedagogical implementation of humor. Unfortunately, some educators believe that 
their role and their topic are too serious to engage humor or solely view humor as disruption. However, the 
appropriate use of humor described in this study has shown the benefit of humor such as reduce tension, enhance 
learning, and create more positive learning environment in English subject and of course it can be implemented 
in other “serious-subjects”. As suggestion, humor in pedagogical setting should be use cautiously and it has to be 
well-planned and well-thought out. Everyone has different perception to what is humorous so prudence should 
be a guiding principle. As educators, we can learn from others and be students of humor. Start a humor file; find 
the sources of humorous materials from books, radio and TV shows, internet, humor journals, and other people. 
Practice the delivery of humorous materials since they need not only be used in lectures; they can be used on 
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problem sets, exams, handouts, et cetera. To sum up, the “ha-ha” of pedagogical humor in classroom may 
contribute to the “aha!” of learning from the students (Garner, 2006). 
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